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The purposes of this study are to understand how community is built and residents are 
educated in the residence halls on college campuses as well as to design a method for social 
media to aid that process. To achieve this, documents were collected from 10 different 
institutions from across the country. The documents were analyzed to determine how community 
is built, residents are educated, and the use of social media in residence life. The results showed 
that none of the institutions were using social media in any form. It also showed that all of the 
institutions build community and educate residents through similar methods which led to the 
seven themes: 1. Community; 2. Intentional; 3. Academic Success; 4. Relationships; 5. 
Programing; 6. Resources; and 7. Inclusive. After understanding the methods used to build 
community and educate residents, a process to implement social media to aid in both areas was 
designed. The final piece is an example of specific features of social media to build community 




 The idea of using social media in the residence halls is not a new concept, but the idea of 
using it to build community in the residence halls is a new concept. Because this has been a topic 
that I have been very passionate about for several years, I designed the first chapter to explain 
social media and residence halls along with my own personal experiences. It outlines the initial 
confusion of what is social media to the idea that social media can help achieve the residence life 
goals for community building.  
My Induction to Social Media 
It’s September 2005; I decided to pledge a fraternity. During rush, I continue to hear 
about this thing called the Facebook(http://www.facebook.com), I finally ask what is the 
Facebook? The guy looks at me like I’m a freak for not knowing. He explains that it is a place 
for you to connect with people and find old friends. Oh, it’s an online yearbook, I reply. He 
laughs and says yeah something like that. This is how I meet social media: a random 
conversation during a fraternity rush event. Social Media has gone through a wide variety of 
changes since that day in 2005.  
 What is Social Media?. Beyond Facebook, what is social media? The answer to that 
question depends on who is answering it. Joosten (2012) used crowdsourcing to create a shared 
definition for the term social media. Crowdsourcing in this situation means that Joosten posted 
the question asking social media users to define the term social media. Once Joosten had 
received answers from numerous people, the answers were then compared and used to create one 
complete and encompassing definition. Joosten (2012) defines social media as, “A virtual place 
where people share; everybody and anybody can share anything anywhere anytime”(p. 26).  
Another more technical definition describes social media as, “Social Media is a group of 
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Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 
2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content” (Haenlein & Kaplan, 
2009).  
Social media has become such a normal part of life that even Dictionary.com has defined 
it, “Web sites and other online means of communication that are used by large groups of people 
to share information and to develop social and professional contacts” (Dictionay.com, 2011). 
While all three of these definitions are accurate, the term social media, for this research, will be 
defined as any web site that allows for user-generated content to be shared with anyone and 
fosters collaboration among its users.  
My Induction to Social Media Continued.  
By October 2005, everyone I knew had a Facebook account. The funny part was not one 
of us had any idea what to do with it, but we were addicted to it. Looking back at it now, it was 
almost just another way to spread chain emails or bizarre lists like how to cure a hangover. Even 
though I felt as though Facebook had no real purpose, I spent many hours taking the time to find 
everyone in my life that I knew to add as friends; also included in the search were residents on 
my floor. I was a resident assistant at the time. I wanted all the guys on my floor to like me and 
be my Facebook friend - I am not sure why, but I did. I made a Facebook group for all of guys 
who lived on my floor; it was never used, but we were all members of it.  
 Residence Halls: Informal Education. Schroeder & Mable (1994) said that research is 
showing the students learn as much from other students as from formal education in the 
classroom. If this is true, it makes sense that residence halls have the greatest potential for 
education on campuses. When residence halls utilize well-planned programs through an 
integrated educational model, the students are provided the greatest level of student learning 
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(Schroeder & Mable, 1994). A few years after Schroeder, Mable, and Associates wrote Realizing 
the Educational Potential of Residence Halls, Shapiro and Levine built upon the ideas of what 
educational models should look like in residence halls. Shapiro and Levine focused on not only 
discussing Living-Learning Communities, but also how to take the idea from conception to a 
thriving element within the residence halls.  
Vision of Social Media in Residence Halls. After graduating from college, I worked in 
television, and it was through the use of social media that I was able to stay in contact with my 
friends. When I decided to change careers into working in residence life, I had many grand ideas 
on how I could create the best community in my residence halls. I tried several of the ideas, but 
most of the ideas were not successful; the lack of success with my new ideas forced me to follow 
the more traditional patterns of building community – discussed more in literature review. One 
idea stuck with me, and I continued to attempt to refine it – using social media to build 
community and reach residents in a new way. Social media had allowed me and my friends to 
stay in touch so it made sense that it would also allow the residents to keep in touch at a higher 
level which would build a stronger community. Over the next four years, I researched social 
media’s use in student affairs in order to design the best possible way to build community with 
social media.  
Justification 
 The basis for both residence hall education and social media work toward similar goals of 
sharing, community, communicating, and participating. The next logical step should be getting 
the two aspects to work together to achieve community in the residence halls, but this is not the 
case. Instead, most residence halls education programs have not evolved since social media’s 
introduction to college campuses - this fact surprises me. Stimpson (1994) explained that college 
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students learn as they go about their daily lives by interacting with each other. In 2010, more 
than 70% of adults, young adults, and teens who used the Internet use Facebook (Lenhart, 
Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010). With so many students interacting on Facebook alone, the 
logical step would be for residence halls education programs evolve to include social media, but 
that is not happening.  Take into account the ease of access to the internet and to social media 
through the use of applications made for smart phones, tablet PCs, and laptops –  the number of 
times students interact is limitless.  
Deficiencies  
 It seems like every week there is something in the news about the effect of social media. 
The stories tend to follow the negative side of social media. One example of these stories is 
about a teacher who lost her job because her Facebook posts commented on students and the 
students’ parents (Heussner, 2010). Another example of the negative ideas of social media come 
from the confusion created by social media in the legal system. This article explains how the 
American Bar Association held an event to attempt to try and answer some of the biggest legal 
issues surrounding social media (Harris, 2011). There are many more stories like this all it takes 
is a simple search on the internet to find. Even with all of these stories, there is very little 
research on the role of social media in the residence halls.  
The majority of the published research is actually about cyber-bullying and other online 
misbehavior or on the “mystery” that is social media. This can be seen in the differences between 
two books published within a year of each other on the topic of social media in student affairs. 
The first one is a 283 page book focused on the application of social media in higher education, 
specifically in the areas of student affairs, enrollment management, alumni relations, and career 
centers (Wankel & Wankel, 2011). Divergently, the other book is 420 pages of the effects of 
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online misbehavior in higher education (Wankel & Wankel, 2012). While both are in the same 
series, the idea that it only takes one book, 283 pages, and 21 authors to cover four different 
focuses; while it takes 420 pages and 40 different authors, to discuss only the range of conduct 
issues relating to social media tells you where the priorities of the researchers.  I believe that 
most researchers are only focusing on the negative aspects of social media instead of the 
potential for positive effects because of the above news stories.  One common theme that 
continues to arise, no matter the focus of the research, is fear; whether that is fear of invading the 
students’ space or creating more work for the student affairs professional, it is this fear that keeps 
most wondering if social media is actually relevant in student affairs.  
Audience 
 While the target audience for this research is the residence life staff that directly 
supervises the buildings, any other residence life staff member that works with the residence hall 
education design or implementation will also benefit. The upper-level residence life staff 
member will gain a better understanding of how the traditional methods for residence hall 
education are very similar to the features in social media. Entry-level professionals and graduate 
assistants, who operate the buildings on a day-to-day basis, will learn how to utilize social media 
to provide a greater educational experience for the residents. 
Problem and Purpose 
 The problem with my idea for building community in the residence halls is that none of 
the literature explores the use of social media in residence life. Another problem is that most of 
my supervisors did not see the same vision I did for social media’s incorporation into community 
building. Beyond not seeing social media as a valuable tool in residence life, many professionals 
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that did use social media only saw it as a way to advertise for programs and events and not a new 
way to engage the students.  
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the current methods of community 
building in a typical resident education program and design best practices for implementing 
social media into this program. I studied the following research questions: 
● Is social media being utilized by Residence Life Departments? 
● How can social media be implemented into resident education?  
● What are the typical methods for building community? 
● What is typical method for teach building staff to build community? 
Conclusion 
 To provide the answers on the best use of social media in the residence halls, I researched 
existing literature on the use of social media in student affairs focusing specifically on residence 
life. I also researched the existing literature on building community in the residence halls. Once I 
have reviewed the literature, I will collect documents from various institutions that outline the 
use of both social media and community building within the residence halls. I then combined that 
data with my own experience and familiarity with social media to design a best practices for 








Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 The literature review is divided into three sections. The first part is focusing on a broad 
view of social media in student affaris. The second section demonstrates two different legal cases 
pertaining to social media. The third section provides a basic background on education and 
community in residence life.  
Social Media  
 In this section, I provide an overall view of the use of social media in the realm of student 
affairs. While my focus is still on the residence life side of student affairs, I discovered that the 
only residence life based articles on social media pertained to students judging a roommate 
before meeting the roommate. Because my focus is on the utilization of social media in residence 
life, I have broadened my scope to include the utilization in all of student affairs.   
Olson, Rothenberg, & Wardell (2010) explored the idea of building community in what 
they called a virtual environment or what most view as Web 2.0. The general concept is that an 
institution can create the same type of engagement and interaction through the use of Web 2.0 
services, such as Youtube, Flickr, and blogs, as the institution does in the physical world. The 
writers focused on three different aspects of this engagement: targeted blogging, online parent 
resources, and student-generated content. Within these three areas, the same philosophy exists - 
get the students and stakeholders interacting with each other. The authors conclude that it is very 
important for student affairs professionals to not shy away from these new communications, but 
jump in and engage the students and stakeholders.  
 Jamieson (2007) discussed the idea that student affairs professionals need to be aware of 
the freedom that YouTube provides. While this article is a few years old and spends much of it 
explaining exactly what YouTube does, it does provide a very interesting view on how 
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dangerous YouTube could be not only to individuals, but also any institution. Jamieson discusses 
how the videos like “Stoned Professor” (bo9agr, 2007 ) and the UCLA Campus Police tasing a 
student in the library (entereidolon, 2006) showcase two of the worst aspects of YouTube effects 
for institutions. The “Stoned Professor” shows how easily the credibility of the academic 
standards of the institution could be questioned and cost one of its professors his livelihood. The 
UCLA Campus Police video brought legal action against the university for using unnecessary 
force and the evidence provided by students who videoed the incident makes it more difficult to 
defend against the claim. While those two videos demonstrate everything that could go wrong, 
Jamieson closed the article by explaining how video distributed with such ease could be of great 
benefit in higher education. The main positive aspect that Jamieson discusses is the availability 
of videos of undergraduate classes online from both Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 
Yale. These video courses provide absolute universal access to everyone with an internet 
connection. Jamieson concludes that with the field of education colliding with technology more 
every day that Student Affairs professionals need to adapt and search for opportunities with these 
new technologies rather than resist the change.  
 Olson & Martin (2010) focused on the idea of engaging students with social networks. 
The authors noted how technology continues to evolve rapidly and this rapid growth of new 
technologies keeps students connected to each other, home, and any other aspect of their lives 
greater than before. This level of connection to emerging technologies makes those technologies 
a daily ritual for the students which means Student Affairs professionals should attempt to 
connect with students through social networking websites. The article does not detail any 
specific ways in which to engage students through social networking websites, but it does 
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recommend that Student Affairs professionals use social networking sites to find opportunities to 
better engage and serve students.  
 Ratliff (2011) states that student affairs administrators should use social media to engage 
our students. Ratliff discusses how, for the most part, people believe college and university 
campuses are a haven for social media, but, for the most part, the faculty and staff will not jump 
in without being forced. The author describes how many professionals express fear of 
information overload or not understanding the medium, but Ratliff also explains that it is not just 
the majority of students engaging in social media - it is all students. Because the students 
communicate through social media at such an elevated level, the students expect faculty and staff 
to also communicate the same way; basically the students expect all aspects of life to mirror each 
other. In the end Ratliff concludes that students are engaged on social media and have a desire to 
be connected to the campus as well, but the administrators on campus are silent.  
 Guidry (2008) discusses the perception of technology in student affairs. Guidry explains 
that typically it is believed that student affairs professionals do not adapt to new technology, but 
through all of his research, he finds time and time again where student affairs professionals have 
accepted and implemented new technology. Guidry points out that technology is more than just 
computers and the Internet; he discusses the telephone and how the first number at Indiana 
University was for a student affairs professional. While Guildry reveals how all of the 
presentations on new technology through the years at American College Personnel Association 
(ACPA) and National Association of Student Affairs Professionals (NASPA) conferences, he 
brings up how these typically only explained what the technology does and not how and why 
students use it. Guidry concludes that while student affairs professionals do adapt to new 
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technology quickly, we need to focus more on the understanding of how and why our students 
engage with this technology.  
 Austin, Giroir, & Underwood (2010) discuss how the technology used in the classroom 
has the potential to aid student affairs professionals as well. The authors explain several Web 2.0 
technologies that could work well. While the technologies mentioned are not typical social 
media, all of the technologies are used to create an environment that looks for participation by 
users. The technologies are wiki, Poll Everywhere, Dimdim, and Moodle. Wiki is a website that 
allows for collaboration on documents by multiple users at the same time; wiki allows student 
affairs professionals to write up articles or proposals without having to send emails with the 
changes back and forth. Poll Everywhere is a software that allows people to text answers to 
questions by text messages or internet. Poll Everywhere allows student affairs professionals to 
have access to instant assessment. The results can be viewed on any mobile device and even 
embedded in a PowerPoint presentation. To help student affairs professionals save time, the 
authors discussed the web based application Dimdim. Dimdim is a webinar software that allows 
for voice and video sharing. The upside of Dimdim over other similar products is that it does not 
require any installation on the computer. Moodle is typically used for classes as an online 
supplement for or as the entire class online. The authors discussed how Moodle could be used to 
allow for sharing with students of certain files and information. The authors concluded that these 
specific technologies are valuable to student affairs professionals because each is either free or 
available at little cost; the authors also concluded that if higher education graduate students use 




 Munoz & Strotmeyer (2010) attempt to explain what exactly social media is and the 
implications for higher education. The authors explain that social media is the same as web 2.0; 
the difference is that social media became the more popular term. Social media refers to the idea 
of online community members contributing ideas and information to each other members who 
share the same values. The section on implications for higher education is very limited in detail; 
the authors spend most of the section discussing the dangers of social media and how users 
should not enter the social media realm if the users aren’t ready for the potential dangers. The 
most detailed part of the implications section is the explanation of how Information Technology 
Services (ITS) will need to change and adapt. The authors explain that ITS will need to expand 
and form partnerships with outside companies like Google or Microsoft because the homegrown 
systems cannot provide the same services. The authors also discussed that to discover the best 
ways to implement social media is to utilize student workers.  
 Farrell (2006) explored the notion that incoming freshmen were requesting roommate 
changes before arriving on campus due to the Facebook and MySpace profiles. Farrell explains 
that while it is normal for most incoming freshmen to worry about living with a roommate for 
the first time, the ability to research your roommate and gather information without having to 
call them has increased anxiety. Farrell shows both a positive situation and a negative both 
happen as a result of an assumption made about the individual’s online profile. The positive side 
to social media is that it provides an opportunity for members of residence halls and floors to 
communicate before they arrive. The biggest downside is that parents are using the profiles to 
explain why room changes must happen before the students arrive. Farrell concludes that 
residence life professionals need to encourage parents and incoming students to talk with the new 
roommates before making any judgments based on Facebook and MySpace. 
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 Jenness (2011) evaluated the use of Facebook in Higher Education as a tool for student 
engagement. The author uses real institutions to demonstrate how Facebook can be best utilized 
for engagement in several different areas. The author focuses mostly on the engagement of 
newly admitted students through orientation pages; the author then moves on to how to engage 
current students with the same methods but focused on clubs and activities. After the extra-
curricular sections, the author focuses on how to use Facebook in the academic. When it came to 
academics, the author states that Facebook needs a better way to interface with the course work, 
but students do use it to try and create study groups and finding tutors. The article suggests that 
the reason students are more willing to seek help on Facebook rather than Blackboard or Moodle 
is because of how familiar the students are with Facebook. The author concludes that while 
Facebook has great potential for student engagement and even while some institutions are 
implementing it well, there is still a need for further research.  
 Bliss (2008) explores how new media like Youtube could be a way to create an open 
dialogue for social justice and diversity conversations in Higher Education. Bliss explains how 
this generation of college students have the ability to choose the media they view at such a great 
level that none of them agree on what the top news stories of the day are. The customization of 
news creates a very small world view, but the values of the students have typically stayed the 
same. To help college students with very different backgrounds connect and realize that they 
share values, Bliss created an activity using Youtube. The activity has each student pick a 
Youtube video that the student identifies with the values; they find important the student then 
explains how and why the student identifies with it. Because of the different experiences and 
views of the students, everyone is exposed to seeing the same values expressed in different ways 
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which has led to better connections made between students. Bliss concludes that this simple 
Youtube activity can empower the students and let them know that their voices matter.  
 Esposito and Booth (2011) discussed the idea that because students are online mentoring 
needs to evolve. Both authors called it Mentoring 2.0. The article details how classic mentoring 
techniques and student affairs administrators need to adapt to work with web 2.0 technology. 
They discuss how we can use Facebook instead of email because, to the students, Facebook is 
more important; the students also check Facebook more often than email. Facebook is viewed as 
more personal and shows students that you, as a student affairs administrator, truly want to 
connect with the student. Both Esposito and Booth have different methods as to what contact 
through web 2.0 is acceptable. With both methods described in the article, the authors warn of 
the dangers of engaging students through web 2.0 - dangers including the invasion the students' 
personal space. The authors advise not to use web 2.0 and other social media for formal 
instruction. The authors recommend using it for "teachable moments" but making sure not to 
embarrass the students on the sites. The final warning the authors' provide is that if an 
administrator does not know how social media and web 2.0 work that administrator does not use 
it.  
Learning theory in online environment. Arbaugh (2008) discusses the idea that while 
learner-learner interaction is important in online courses, it takes interactions with the instructor 
to gain the knowledge. Arbaugh wrote the article as a response to Kraiger’s idea that the best 
knowledge gained in Web-Based Instruction courses is through the participants interacting with 
each other. Arbaugh agrees that the interactions between the participants are valuable, but he 
believes that, without an instructor’s guidance, knowledge is not truly gained. Arbaugh cites the 
work of Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000) to explain that web-based learning only works 
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when “real” persons are engaged and demonstrate critical thinking. The framework for web-
based learning consists of three parts: teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive presence. 
Kraiger focuses on the teaching presence of this framework and explains that it has three parts: 
Instructional design and organizations, facilitating discourse, and direct instruction.  The first 
part of Kraiger's framework is the course design and organization piece. This category revolves 
around the idea of how the online course is built and whether it contains Power Points or 
audio/video elements. Kraiger emphasizes the importance consistency in design and organization 
because it helps to create engaged participants and better discussions. The second part to 
Kraiger's framework is called facilitating discourse. Within the section, Kraiger highlights 
participants interacting is a positive aspect, but without an instructor helping to guide the 
discussion and limit the posts of those who attempt to control the conversation, the discussion 
becomes negative. The instructor also needs to provide the right questions to help the 
participants reach an understanding of the topic. The last element of the framework is direct 
instruction. This section focus picks up where the second piece left off. It explains that a content 
expert needs to lead the discussions and not just act as a facilitator. The content expert can 
provide better feedback in a constructive and knowledgeable manner that allows the students to 
truly learn the content. The content expert can also help guide participants when a 
misinterpretation of the materials happens. Arbaugh concludes that while this framework is 
designed for online courses, it must be considered by organizations when it comes to planning 
training programs that will be online. The author also wanted to help demonstrate that the role of 
the instructor in third-generation learning environments cannot be decreased. 
 While all of the articles and book chapters above show both positive and negative aspects 
of social media, the negative aspect gives rise to legal issues that have arrived from social 
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media’s use. The following cases are only a small sample of the cases about social media, but I 
believe they highlight two of the biggest issues - cyber bullying and freedom of speech - that 
arise in higher education.  
Legal Issues  
 While there are many legal issues surrounding social media, the two major themes that 
standout are cyber bullying and free speech. Cyber bullying is becoming a hot topic in student 
affairs and residence life. The growth in the focus on this area can be seen at various conferences 
that have more than one session focusing on the topic. It is also become an issue with roommate 
conflicts that I have mediated in my role as a residence life professional. I highlighted free 
speech because of the notion by many that what is posted on social media sites should be 
considered free speech. I wanted to ensure that people understand that free speech can be limited 
and use an example of that with social media.  
 Social Media and Cyber Bullying. In January 2007, a group of high school students 
started a Facebook group. On that Facebook group’s page, the members began to post statements 
about another student. The statements described in detail about how the student contracted AIDS 
and other sexually transmitted diseases until she eventually turned into the devil. One of the 
group members even posted a picture of the student that was edited to show the student with an 
ear on top of her head. The picture also contained the caption “Evil has got a new face… It has 
never looked so terrifying.”  The student sued the members of the Facebook group for 
defamation of character (Finkel, 2010). The Facebook group was set as secret – meaning that 
only the group members could see the posts and pictures. The group was also listed as a “just for 
fun group” (Finkel, 2010). The settings in Facebook group type list have a wide range of options 
such as fraternity, political, social, study, alumni, and many others. The types are used to allow 
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members to understand the purpose of the group. The court dismissed the case for three reasons. 
The “just for fun” type list on this group gives members the impression that no element of the 
group should be taken seriously. The court also held that for defamation to apply, the statements 
made must be believable by a reasonable reader. The third factor in the court dismissing the case 
was based on the secret setting (Finkel, 2010). 
 Social Media and Free Speech. A student studying mortuary-science at the University 
of Minnesota – hence referred to as University – was disciplined for Facebook statuses posted by 
the student. The student posted comments about treating the cadavers like Bernie from the movie 
Weekend at Bernie’s. The student also posted that getting to stab the cadavers would be a great 
stress reliever and even stated that she wanted to stab a certain someone in the neck with a trocar. 
(Tatro, 2011).  
The student had attended an orientation program that addressed appropriate conduct and 
signed a disclosure form agreeing to the programs rules. The student’s Facebook settings were 
set to allow her Friends and Friends of Friends view her status updates. It was confirmed by the 
student that this group of people included hundreds of people. After another student notified the 
department about the Facebook posts, the director of mortuary-science program informed the 
student that because of her posts, she could not return to class until further notice. After the 
police investigated and found no crime had happened, the student was allowed to return to class. 
The University had a discipline hearing for the student and decided to give the student a failing 
grade, requiring her to enroll in a clinical ethics course, write a letter to mortuary-science 
department faculty, and complete a psychiatric evaluation (Tatro, 2011). 
The student sued the University stating that the Facebook statuses were freedom of 
speech protected by the First Amendment. When it comes to freedom of speech with students, 
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the Supreme Court has held that schools may limit or discipline student expression if school 
officials “reasonably conclude that it will disrupt the work and discipline of the school.” Because 
the student’s posts presented substantial concerns about the integrity of the program and the 
University had reason to be concerned for the safety of the campus community, the court ruled 
that the Facebook posts in this case disrupted the work of the University. Since the University 
could reasonably conclude that the posts disrupted the work of the school, the University could 
discipline the student without violating the Frist Amendment’s freedom of speech (Tatro, 2011). 
Social Media Literature Conclusion 
While student affairs is writing about social media, very little of the literature pertained to 
how to use social media in a positive way, let alone how it could be used in residence life. The 
biggest issues is that the articles focused on using social media typically conclude that it is up to 
each individual user to determine the best way to use social media. I included one article that did 
not specifically focus on social media and more on the learning in the online environment. This 
article explains some methods to engage students in an online environment which can also be 
used to build community with social media.  
Residence Life 
 The social media section outlined a few ways that can social media can be used in student 
affairs, but I still need an outline of how community is built in the residence halls. Because of the 
lack of literature pertaining to social media and residence life, I researched the basics of 
residence life and the general philosophies held in the field. This next section of the literature 
review will serve as a frame of reference for the findings, analysis, and connection of social 
media to resident education. While there are more articles that explain the how and why of 
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community building, I am highlighting these because these articles provide a solid foundation for 
understanding of residence life philosophies.  
Blimling, Pascarella, and Terenzini (1994) wrote about how living in residence halls 
impacts college students. The authors covered a wide range of impact areas, but most of it 
focused on the academic impact of living on campus. According to the chapter, there is little 
evidence that living on campus improves overall GPA of students. It does, however, improve the 
students’ persistence and graduation rates. The evidence in the authors’ research shows that the 
strongest impact on residential students is social/extracurricular involvement, as well as, 
satisfaction with college. The authors say this is not surprising due to being surrounded by peers 
as opposed to family members at home or by oneself in an apartment. While the evidence 
suggests that living on campus or off campus has little impact in the first year, the net effects of 
residence hall living are cumulative, so the longer a student lives on campus the greater the gains 
in the student’s development. After briefly covering the personal growth and development of 
residential students, the authors return to academic impact and discuss what the impact of living 
environment and arrangements has on residential students could be. Living-Learning Centers 
(LLC) were a large focus of this section. The authors concluded that living in this type of 
environment does prove to be educationally beneficial. The authors did mention how the LLC 
environment creates a better social atmosphere, but the authors never explained exactly what a 
better social atmosphere is. The authors then focused on assigning high-ability students - in 
terms of academic ability - with other high-ability students in halls creates a greater level of 
success in the coursework. However, if high-ability students are paired with an average ability 
students, the performance level is not as high. The authors also discussed how creating a “study 
floor” also has the same level of impact on student GPA as assigning the students based on 
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academic performance. The authors then touched on assigning students together based on 
academic major which did not show any significant improvement in GPA, but did show stronger 
persistence in that major and a greater connection to the coursework. The authors concluded that 
residence halls foster an environment that plays a major role in the academic success and 
personal growth of students. The challenge is how can we, as student affairs professionals, 
harness the influence of the residence halls to create a positive experience for all students.  
Levine (1994) used two books written 70 plus years apart to demonstrate how little 
faculty, administrators, and other non-students play in the lives of students. Levine hammered 
home the point that class and academics are dwarfed in comparison to the personal life - Levine 
stated that the average student spends 15 hours a week in class which leaves 153 hours that 
would fall under the residential life aspect. Levine contends that the books depict an accurate 
view of college life that means that faculty and administrators have little to do with the education 
students receive and it has more to do with what students learn from other students. After noting 
how little the role of the classroom is in students’ lives, Levine writes basically a call to arms for 
residence life professionals; Levine says that the incoming class must be reached by faculty and 
administrators before the upper class students can teach them negative “traditions.” Levine 
outlines several ways this could be done through what he calls guerrilla education. The list of 
ideas is as follows:  
● Take advantage of design opportunities for space and the populations that live there 
● Intermix the residents with faculty and administrative offices 
● Extend residential education to the nontraditional students 
● Provide leadership training for residents that are not student staff 
● Utilize current campus, national, and world events to educate residents 
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● Cater to residents interests 
● Provide recognition for residents 
● Incorporate the same mission, vision, values, and philosophy into all aspects 
While Levine acknowledges the name “guerrilla education” might not be the best, he believes it 
might exactly what we need to actually make the necessary changes to reach our students.  
 Nuss and Whitt (1994) wrote about how institutions need to attempt to connect 
residences halls to the curriculum. The authors start by explaining that education is not only in 
the classroom, but also in extracurricular activities of the students. It reads much like a call to 
arms for residence life professionals to align the departmental goals with the educational goals of 
the college/university. The authors, then lay out several examples of institutions that have done 
this and been successful with it. All of the institutions have accomplished this task by creating 
Living-Learning Centers (LLC). The institutions used are Earlham College, Stanford University, 
Michigan State University, James Madison College, Lyman Briggs School, and University of 
Maryland at College Park. Each of the institutions have defined LLC differently and created 
various ways that make the LLCs successful. While all of the institutions have the similar 
elements of the LLCs, the authors highlight the parts of each institution’s LLCs that are different 
than the others’. This section provides many different methods and ideas on how an institution 
looking to start LLCs could create a successful LLC. The authors then explain that there are 
three reasons that all of these LLCs are successful: clarity of institutional purposes; policies, 
practices, and environments that connect the classroom and resident life; and staff committed to 
this connection. The authors conclude by advising that the decision to create LLCs is an all or 
nothing type of decision.  The residence life department must be committed to LLCs and 
acknowledge when certain characteristics of other LLCs will not work.  
21 
 
 Minor (1999) addresses the idea of community development. Minor first reveals a grave 
mistake of residence life departments is distinguishing community as an end goal, yet not a piece 
of that intertwines with the academic mission of the institution. Then, Minor explains the value 
of community. Focusing on that feeling of home the residents should feel as well as the notion 
that the students should feel as though each of them matter within the living space. From a 
departmental standpoint, residence life professionals should strive to achieve a fully functioning 
community because it decreases the negative workload - conduct issues. Because fully 
functioning communities cause students to have higher satisfaction levels with the residence 
halls and campus experience, it would allow departments to reallocate funds to other projects 
instead of events that try to convince the student living in a residence hall is a great experience. 
After explaining the value of community, Minor states that there are eight elements that make a 
community. The eight elements of community are: (1) common purpose and core values; (2) 
Membership and relationships; (3) proximity, territory, and boundaries; (4) shared standards and 
expectations; (5) communication and decision making; (6) active involvement in shared 
experiences; (7) customs, traditions, and celebrations; and (8) identity and commitment. While 
these eight are the elements that make up a good community, Minor explains that these do not 
tell us how to build a community; Minor then explains a six step framework that explains how to 
build community with these elements. The model chosen is from Saint Louis University, and it is 
called the Six I’s. The Six I’s are: (1) introduction; (2) interaction; (3) involvement; (4) 
investment; (5) influence; and (6) identity. Minor then explains that not all communities that 
have these traits/characteristics are positive. Minor uses the fraternity from the movie Animal 
House as an example of a community that has these characteristics, but did not align with the 
academic or personal development of the institution. Minor states that for a community to be 
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successful with academics and personal development, it is best to use a form of LLC. The author 
explains that LLCs provide the best situation for residents to blend academics with social 
interaction that will help develop the skills necessary for success after college.  
 Gurley (2012) revisited a notation that appeared in the early 2000s about incoming 
students looking each other up on social media sites before arriving at college. The difference is 
Gurley is taking it to the next step - roommate conflicts over social media posts. While this was 
the first situation Gurley had encountered like this, and it was discovered to have arisen from 
miscommunication, Gurley’s tone is very different than that of the articles from the early 2000s. 
After explaining that the roommate conflict was actually miscommunication, Gurley addresses 
how we, as residence life administrators, need to embrace social media. This does not mean that 
we need to all be friends with our students or even post daily, but that as residence life 
professionals, we must understand the culture and uses of social media. If residence life 
professionals do not understand social media, it only creates a greater disconnect between the 
students and staff. Next, Gurley addresses the conduct issues that can arise from social media 
posts - like underage drinking in the residence halls. Gurley says that professionals cannot ignore 
this situation and must take action. Even though the professionals do not want to police the 
buildings, it is the professionals’ job to help educate the residents about the consequences of 
actions not only on and off campus, but also in cyberspace and social media. Gurley ends the 
article by reinforcing the idea that residence life professionals need to be fearless and use social 
media to aid the students growth because if professionals do not, who will? 
 Blakely (2012) discusses in the article how outdated the methods for programing in the 
residence halls are. Blakely does not highlight only his institution or ones he has worked at, but 
all institutions across the nation. The methods of taking surveys of residents, RAs being the 
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speakers/experts, and attempting to provide new knowledge to residents are Blakely’s biggest 
issues. These are methods that not working and residence life professionals know it, yet nothing 
is being done to change this practice - short of adding more programs. Blakely compares the 
education models and programs that the staff attempt in halls to shooting at something then 
drawing a bull’s-eye around the hole. Instead, Blakely states that the staff needs to determine the 
learning outcomes for each community and program then find the best way or ways to shoot at 
those targets. Blakely believes that if residence life staff focus on making residents feel as though 
each one of the residents matter and provide the residents with new perspectives on previous 
knowledge, then the community and educational goals will also be achieved.  
 Stoner (1999) wrote on the value and positive effects of leadership and governance in the 
residence halls. Stoner first discussed how residence life departments needed to be collaborating 
more with other departments on campus to actually develop leaders for all of campus. Stoner 
explained that there are only so many leadership roles in a residence hall. However, students 
learn from other students so student leaders living in the halls will aid in other students’ 
leadership development. Stoner next wrote about a couple of universities who require that during 
certain times throughout the week that all faculty and administrators are available for 
conversations with students. At one institution, it was every Wednesday from 1:00pm to 4:00pm 
- no class, no appointments, no committee meetings, no student organization meetings. At the 
other institution it was every Tuesday and Thursday for one and half hours. Stoner explained that 
this allowed the students feel as though the administrators and faculty were listening to them and 
actually cut down on faculty/administrator committees and task forces. After Stoner discussed all 
of the campus wide ideas for student leadership, Stoner explained ways that residence life could 
provide positive leadership experiences for students. The big focus was on the RHA element and 
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getting students involved with the state, regional, and national affiliations of National 
Association of College and University Residence Halls (NACURH).  
Residence life conclusion  
Residence life experts are beginning to look at social media and the ways it could be 
used. For now though, there is yet to be any real focus on what the best practices could be. The 
bigger challenge with the residence life material is that most of the published research is over a 
decade old. Even when looking at the Association for College and University Housing Officers 
(ACUHO) library, the few publications listed are several years old. I believe the reason for this is 
that departments are sharing information through state, regional, and national conferences 
instead of published articles.  
Literature Review Conclusion 
 Overall, there is very little written about the utilization of social media in student affairs. 
The bulk of what I found focuses on the dangers of social media or that it is the discretion of 
professional on how to use it. While I understand that social media is still a new technology and 
how dangerous it can be, I feel that it is my job - as a student development specialist - to know 
and understand this new technology in order to educate my students. The literature on residence 
life – while informative is dated – did not discuss social media or even technology.  
 The literature review focused on building a framework for the use of social media as well 
as the framework of community building in residence life. I did discover that residence life is 
also very focused on the idea of educating residents. While my own experience allowed me to 
know that before the literature review, the review helped me understand how great of a focus the 
educational side of residence life is. While the purpose of my thesis is to design best practices for 
using social media to build community, I cannot help but wonder if any departments are even 
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using social media at all. If departments are not using social media, I will need to focus on how 
the departments’ build community and not solely on social media. If I can understand how 
departments actually build community, I can figure out the best method for using social media to 
duplicate the same.   
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Chapter 3: Methods 
 From the literature review, I learned that social media in student affairs – specifically 
residence life – is not a highly discussed topic. I also realized that the residence life literature 
does not discuss social media at all, but that may be because most of it is dated from before the 
earliest social media literature. Because of the literature not specifically addressing my question 
of how can social media be used to build community in the residence halls, I suspected that the 
documents from various institutions would outline how social media is used to build community. 
I decided the best way to determine social media's value in residence education was to examine 
the current methods used in resident education. I emailed multiple institutions requesting any 
documents that outline the programing models, RA Class Syllabus, training presentations, and 
any other tools used to teach the building staff how to educate residents.  
Sampling 
 My goal was to acquire documents from 10 to 15 different institutions. I obtained 
documents from 10 different institutions. I succeeded in obtaining the documents from varying 
institutional types. Below is the breakdown of the intuitional types in charts.  
Table 1 
Region Distribution 
Region (based on Association of University 
Housing Officers regional breakdown) 
Number of Institutions 
Southwest (Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas) 4 
Southeast (Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South 
Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia) 
5 
Northeast (Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, 







Size Number of Institutions 
Small (under 10,000) 2 
Mid-Sized (10,000 – 20,000) 3 








 One of the biggest challenges in the document collecting is that because every 
department is different, there is not a definite type of document every department has on resident 
education. Only two of the institutions I contacted taught an RA class, so I only received two 
examples of RA class syllabi. It is interesting to note that the larger of these two has an 
enrollment of about 9,000 students, and both of these institutions have only recently - the past 6 
years - had professional live-in staff. Beyond the RA class element, I received very similar 
documents from all of the institutions. The most popular was the section of a staff manual - for 
RAs, building supervisors, or both. In these documents it outlined what is expected in terms of 
community building, educational aspects, and behavior of both student and professional staff 
within the building.  
Once the documents were obtained, I spent time focusing on the questions I originally set 
out to understand. I then spent time reflecting on the information found in the literature. 
Designing a protocol was the next step. A protocol is a way to derive information from a 
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document similar to the idea of asking questions in an interview (Altheide, 1996). As the figure 
below will explain, I took each document and reviewed them with the protocol which allowed 
me to discover the themes of the documents. 
 
Figure 1 
Document Analysis  
 
Figure 1 seen above is explains how protocols are used to extract information from 
documents. In this visual there are three documents on the left. While the figure only has three 
documents shown, I did actually do this with ten; I changed it to be three to save space. The lines 
indicate that the document analyzed by the protocol one question at a time indicated by the lines 
on the left of the protocol box. The lines on the right of the protocol box indicate how the 
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answers to each question were separated. I only show that three answers separated which again 
was done for space in this figure. The answers to the protocol questions were then used to find 
the common ideas or themes that run throughout the documents.  
Before I explain themes, I wanted to outline my protocol and the types of documents I 
received. My protocol was very simple. I wanted to learn a few key points which were: (1) 
utilization of social media if any; (2) the value, methods, and reasons for community building; 
(3) the value, methods, and reasons of educational efforts; and (4) what is the building staff’s 
role.  
I needed to see what kind of documents I had actually obtained, before I began reviewing 
the documents. Because I had only received 2 RA class syllabus and both were from small 
institutions, I decided that these documents were not useful to answering my protocol. Also, 
several of the other institutions included in the emails that there was not a class requirement for 
RAs. The other type of document I collected was staff manuals or at least part of the staff 
manuals. When it comes to the institutions who submitted the entire staff manual to me, I only 
used the portions of these staff manuals that focused on the community building and educational 
efforts of the residence hall staff. The staff manuals covered pieces of the residence halls that did 
not pertain to these two ideas such as, emergency procedures and facility issues. The two main 
parts that provided me the information was found within the community responsibility and 
programing models. The rest of the institutions sent me only these two pieces of the on 
community responsibility and programing model.  
As I reviewed the documents, I looked to answer the questions from my protocol. I went 
through all of the documents looking for the answers to only one question at a time. By focusing 
on one question, I did not confuse the any of the ideas. After getting all of the information from 
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the documents, I reviewed the answers to the questions to find the common themes. A theme is a 
typical idea or concept that appears in multiple ways through multiple documents (Altheide, 
1996). Some of the themes crossed all of my original concepts. The biggest thing that stood out 
immediately was the fact that none of the institutions’ documents mentioned social media. I 
decided to do a quick search on one of the more popular social media websites for the 10 
institutions to see if any were on social media. I found that eight of the ten were using social 
media and very easy to find. With only two not being able to be found, I checked the institutions’ 
webpage to see if there was a link to any form of social media. One of the institutions did have a 
link to the Facebook page, but the link did not work, so I am not sure if there is no Facebook 
page or if the link on the institution’s website is incorrect. The other institution did not have a 
link to any social media for an official account, but the webpage did provide the link to 
share/post any of the residence life webpages to several social media sites such as Facebook 
(http://www.facebook.com) and Twitter(http://www.twitter.com). It is very interesting to me that 
while none of the documents addressed the use of social media, all 10 institutions did have some 
element of social media.  
Since none of the documents outlined any use of social media, I decided that the first 
questions in my protocol should be thrown out, and I should focus on the community building, 
educational efforts, and the role of the staff. Because all of the documents collected are designed 
as the instructions for the staff, I have removed the last question of the protocol. These two 
pieces of the protocol can be simply answered: social media is not used and the staff is 
completely responsible for the educational efforts and community building within the building. 
With those two parts removed, my focus with in the documents is how and why is community 
built and how and why do departments educate the residents. The shift in focus on the methods 
31 
 
used to build community and educate residents happened because none of the institutions had 
documents that outlined any use of social media. With this research I am investigating the use of 
social media to build community, so by focusing on how departments build community, I can 
develop a method in which those same ideas and concepts can be used to build community 
through social media.  
Data Analysis Procedure 
As I stated before, I analyzed the information looking for themes or typical concepts that 
appeared throughout all of the documents (Altheide, 1996). The themes we found are the 
following: (1) Community; (2) Programing; (3) Academically Successful; (4) Intentional; (5) 
Relationships; (6) Resources; and (7) Inclusive. While a couple of themes were very easy to see 
with in the data, most of the themes were more indirectly related to another theme. Keeping in 
mind that my protocol was looking for the methods, values, and reasons for building community 
and educating residents, it make sense that community and academic success would be the first 
themes that I found. However, this is not completely true, the documents did discuss community 
and academic success heavily, but stating the answers to my protocol does not definitely make it 
a theme.  
Community, though, is the first standout of all of the data. It stood out because it was 
some portion of the answer to reasons and motivation for all of the actions taken within the 
residence halls. Community was even linked into the academic success of the residence halls. In 
all of the documents had a statement that was something similar to “community is the reason for 
everything we do in the residence halls. It is why we staff the building and do programming.” 
While not all of the documents stated it exactly like that, it is overall message that exists within 
the documents from all of the institutions.  
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Since programming was specifically named as something that is done to build 
community, programing became the second theme. Programing was used explain both how staff 
can build community and create an academically successful community. Many of the documents 
outlined a specific model or method for the implementation, the number, and the type of 
programs each staff member is required to execute. There were typically two or three sides to all 
of these models. The first aspect being a termed as a community building program which means 
that residents and staff interact socially to get to know each other. The second aspect is called the 
academic program which means that there is some type of formal learning experience that 
happens during the program.  If there was a third aspect, it was typically known as a diversity 
program; this was not always listed as a type of program because sometimes it was listed under 
the academic program type.  
With both community being linked to academic success and programing targeting 
academic success, the next theme that stood out was the academic success theme. Academic 
success was also referred to as educational, but I choose the term academic success because the 
majority of the topics that were discussed under both were the same or very similar. Educational 
and academic success explained to staff the importance of quiet hours, working with faculty, and 
other programs and ideas that promoted a positive effect on residents’ coursework.   
Intentional theme was less obvious than the previous three. This theme arises because all 
of the documents noted that all of the programing models should be different based on the 
population of the building. Basically, intentional is not a directly used term in the documents, but 
all of the documents addressed how staff needed to focus on the needs of the residents. Since the 
overall concept is to adjust the focus based on population, I called this intentional.  
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Relationship theme is similar to the intentional theme in that it is not specifically named 
within the documents. However, relationship appears through several different pieces. The 
different pieces are between the residents having relationships with other residents, staff, 
campus, the building itself. These relationships explain what is necessary for residents to have a 
successful community. The staff also has to have relationships with other departments and 
faculty to create positive programs that build the community. While relationships were never 
specifically addressed, the idea of building relationships is at the core of community building.  
The resource theme is indirectly mentioned throughout the documents. The resource 
appeared through the documents as it pertained to programing. The biggest element of resources 
were the relationships residents had with staff and the relationships staff had with other 
departments. These relationships are said to lead to successful programs which in turn means a 
successful community.  
Inclusive was the last theme I found. While it exists throughout many of the other 
themes, it was one of the least clear and probably least mentioned theme. While the programing 
models of some institutions mentioned having a diversity or inclusive component, the focus of 
the programing model on this element was so small that it typically became overshadowed by the 
community building and academic success elements. However, when discussing necessary 
elements of a community, the majority of the documents said the community must create an 
environment that allows all of the residents to feel important and included.  
After analyzing the documents and discovering the themes, I will spend the next chapter 
discussing what those themes mean and how they work together. Because of my years 
professionally working in Residence Life as a live-in staff member, I can explain these residence 
life themes. Once I have established the residence life aspect, I will use my expertise of social 
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media to demonstrate a best practices for implementing social media into residence hall 
community building.  
Conclusion 
 To allow me to design a best practices model for utilizing social media to build 
community in the residence halls,  I collected and analyzed documents from 10 different 
institutions. These institutions spanned three different regions of the United States based on the 
Association of University and College Housing Officers (AUCHO) regions. I used a four 
question protocol to find the information needed to answer my research questions from the 
documents and then reviewed the summaries of the answers to discover my themes. Lastly, I will 
use my own personal experience and knowledge of both social media and residence life to 
explain the themes and design the best practices for using social media in the residence halls.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 
Themes Explanation 
 This section provides definitions of all seven themes. These definitions are based on the 
content of the documents collected. It also provides the ground work and basis for the rest of the 
thesis. My goal is also to hopefully allow for readers to see the discrepancy between the theory 
of community building found in the literature review to the reality of community building found 
in the practice of departments found in the documents.  
Community. The idea of community was the only theme that appeared consistently 
through all of the documents from every institution. While there are many definitions and 
interpretations of community within the residence halls, I will use the following: a community is 
the place where people feel that they belong, connected, included, are cared for, and a place 
where they feel valued. This definition alone outlines most of the themes that will follow. As you 
will see in the visuals used at the end of this section, community is the most important element of 
the residence life department.  
 The documents outlined many different ways in which community is built within the 
residence halls. Most, if not, all of the documents outlined some form of Living-Learning 
Community or Residential College model as the initial step of community building. The basic 
concept of these living environments is that the residents will form a greater sense of community 
by allowing students to live on floors or in buildings based on a common interest. Some of the 
examples found in the documents were majors such as engineering, business or other extra-
curricular interests like sustainability or volunteering.  
 Beyond the basics of having students living together, the methods to which community is 
built was not stated. If the documents said anything about how to build community, it stated that 
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community was built through the staff in the building hosting programs. The majority of the 
documents would then segue into the lengthy explanation of programing.  
 Considering that the documents suggest that community seems to be the end goal or 
mission of the staff in the building there is actually very little about why community is 
important. A public, mid-sized, technology university in the Southeast explained the importance 
of community better than the others. This definition is as follows: 
Community development is the main goal of the Residential Life Department, everything 
we do on a floor or hall or apartment unit should go back to the premise of enhancing or 
developing a positive living/learning community environment. This is what makes 
residence halls and Apartments different from off campus apartments. This can only be 
accomplished with staff that is in the hall, on the floor (apartment complex), available 
and approachable. Everything we do goes back to this idea:  relationships, programming, 
administrative responsibilities, or conduct. 
 
This explanation is very true because technically community will form with or without the 
building staff, but the more involvement the staff has, the greater the chance that the living 
experience is a positive one.  
 Programming. Programming was a close second to community in number of 
appearances, but some of the institutions have attempted to move away from the traditional 
notion of programming by calling it a curriculum. Programming is traditionally defined as the 
creating, planning, financing, and administration of activities in an effort to build an attitude of 
community involvement and responsibility in the residence hall. The difference between that and 
a curriculum is that programming is seen as only the hosting of activities while a curriculum can 
apply to every aspect of living in the residence hall. In the end, no matter the name used to 
describe it, the documents focused on this section the most.  
 While most of the explanation in this section was explaining the model used, the key 
parts were the definitions. A program is any staff organized event, activity, or posting that is 
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intended to enhance the residents’ experience while living in the residence hall. The differences 
in the models are very minor - with the exceptions of the institutions with LLCs or Residential 
Colleges. These models did not provide much in terms of what exactly is expected beyond the 
number of requirements from various programming categories. The biggest piece missing from 
this section would have been if anyone defined a successful program.  
 Many of the documents spent time discussing educational programing. There is a wide 
range of elements that comprise an education program. Some viewed it as educating residents 
about life skills like changing a tire or doing laundry while others saw educational programs as 
having a guest speaker or faculty member talk with residents. Even within the documents, it 
became evident that some institutions are unclear of the definition of educational programs. After 
reading the explanation, you feel as though you still do not know what exactly they believe an 
educational program to be.  A small, private, institution in the Northeast explains educational 
programing below 
To create more consistent area educational programming, Residence Directors will head 
intentional events in the respective housing areas. RDs will work directly with various 
outside departments to have a minimum of 3 programs a semester. the role of the 
Resident Assistants will be to market/advertise the event, help staff the event and follow-
up and direct residents to the proper resources if they have questions or concerns 
following the event. RAs will be assigned to specific programs at the discretion of the 
AD and RDs of their respective areas.  
 
That definition leaves the reader with more questions than answers about educational programs 
and makes it seem as though its only purpose is for staff to say “oh yes, we do educational 
programs”.  While that definition is not helpful at all, a mid-size, private school in the Southwest 
defines education programs as the follow: 
Developmental programs focus on educating residents about the different issues they may 
face throughout university and life in general. These issues range anywhere from time 
management and exam writing to sexual health and diversity. Developmental programs 
concentrate on creating a learning atmosphere outside of the classroom by teaching 
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subjects that do not normally appear in a resident’s curriculum. Developmental programs 
deal with relevant issues and introduce the resident to the different services and resources 
available to them, both on and off campus. They promote diversity and the expansion of 
individual thoughts and opinions. Overall, the goal of a developmental program is to 
provide students with the tools necessary to become healthy and productive members of 
the community.  
 
The definition above informs the staff in the building what is expected from the educational 
programs.  
 Not all programs have an educational outcome however. The documents discussed 
another side of programing called social or community building. These types of programs were 
discussed to be fun, interactive, stress relieving, or anything else that can allow the students to 
interact with each other. The value of these programs is to provide opportunities for residents to 
create relationships with other residents.  
Academic Success. The Academic Success theme was not as easy to see as the two 
previous themes. One of the main reasons for this is the multitude of different words to describe 
the same concept - a problem I had throughout the remaining themes. The general idea of the 
academic success element in the documents ranges from having professors lecture in the 
residence halls to hosting programs on study skills and time management. Other institutions 
promoted this concept within the community idea “as a proper community would respect the 
study habits of all of the members.”  
A mid-sized, public institution in the Southwest categorized the academic success of the 
residence hall as a programing effort. The same institution also said that “showcasing resources 
available to help with academic success and/or degree selection” is another way in which 
academic success can be promoted. No matter the term or vision of how this happens at the 
institution, the idea is the same: residents that live on campus perform better in the classroom 
because of resources and environment provided in the residence halls.  
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 Intentional. Oddly, intentional was not the most popular theme. I call it odd because in 
most student affairs conversations this is one of the most dominant ideas. Intentional appeared in 
the majority of the documents, but the idea of being purposeful appeared in the ones that did not 
included intentional. Because both intentional and purposeful are being used in the same manner, 
I am intentional to refer to both terms because majority used that word. Intentional means having 
a very specific design for programs, living spaces, development, staffing, and all other elements 
of the community.  
 Intentional appears the most when discussing the way the building is themed. The 
decision to make it a Living-Learning Community (LLC) or Residential college designs the 
community in a certain way; it may also change the funding for that particular community. 
Giving the community a theme creates the need for an intentional programming model. The 
model would need to reflect the type of residents in the building and focus on developing those 
students in the areas needed. What I noticed was that many of the institutions that had either LLC 
or Residential College had different models that were more targeted at specific learning 
outcomes than the communities that did not have LLC or Residential Colleges. While there were 
several examples of these different learning outcomes, the LLC or Residential College typically 
had some sort of academic focus. These academic focuses guided the efforts of the staff to 
accommodate that interest for example a business LLC focused on business course tutoring or 
job opportunities for business majors or the Honors Residential College focused on promoting 
research by faculty spanning various majors. 
 Even when an LLC or Residential College was not present in the building, there were still 
various other ways in which the documents pointed to intentionality. The biggest way was under 
the programing section because in nine of ten institutions had a line or paragraph or even an 
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entire section on how the programing model is designed to be customized to each building. A 
small institution in the Southwest outlined the programing model in detail – 16 pages – and on 
four of those pages included the notion of figuring out the residents interests.  
 Whether through the design of living arrangements or programing models, intentional is 
one of the essential themes of all residential life programs. These two areas are the easiest to see 
the intentional theme, but intentionality shapes all of the decisions made by a residence life 
department.  
 Relationships. The relationship theme is used through most of the documents collected. 
While most documents discussed the building of relationships between staff and the residents - 
probably because most of these documents are provided to staff - the documents also emphasis 
other relationships. The other types of relationships mentioned were resident to resident, resident 
to campus, and resident to building/floor.  
The relationship between the staff and resident is the easiest to understand. This 
relationship creates the opportunity for residents to address issues in the building and seek help 
with any problems with college in general. It is also one of the biggest keys to being able to 
educate the residents on various topics. While programs are the typical way residents are 
educated, it is the relationship between the resident and the staff that determine if the resident 
will attend the program.  
The importance of the resident to campus is understated in most of the documents. While 
it is mentioned, it is more of an afterthought or side effect of effective community building. It 
was never explicitly stated why it was important for the student feel connected to campus, but 
the connection to campus is listed under community - community in terms of feeling like home - 
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it can be inferred that a resident’s connection to campus can help the resident feel like the 
campus is home.  
The relationship between the resident and the building/floor is very similar to the campus 
relationship. This relationship is emphasized slightly more often, but for what appears to be the 
same reasons. It only surfaces in the community building part, but it is stressed that it helps to 
create the right kind of community. The importance of a resident’s connection to the building is 
also demonstrated when discussing vandalism; the connection to the building is stated to create 
pride and ownership which creates this same sense of home and helps stops vandalism.  
Resources. Resources is a theme that was never even mentioned directly in the majority 
of the documents. As I examined the documents, I could see the resources being referenced. 
Resources is not only the idea of the counseling centers, academic success centers, health 
centers, or other departments, but also the knowledge the staff in the building has to direct 
students to these departments appropriately.  
The staff is more of resource to the students as more than a referral though. Staff are also 
resources at the beginning of the year when it comes to giving directions to buildings, helping 
students read class schedules, and other basic campus environment advice. As I mentioned under 
the academic success theme, a mid-sized, public institution in the Southwest stated “Showcasing 
resources available to help with academic success and/or degree selection” is an example of staff 
serving as a resource to the students. Another example of the staff serving as a Resource to the 
residents in the building was found in the documents collected from a small, private institution in 
the Northeast. The document states 
Office Hours (one per week): Each RA needs to have a consistent weekly one-hour 
scheduled office hour. This time is to be used as a drop-by opportunity for residents to 
talk to their RA, and due to the consistent time, allows for the residents to know for 
certain they will be able to get ahold of their RA during this allocated time. The location 
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of the office hour can take place in the RA’s respective room/suite/apartment or in the 
RD office (depending on the discretion of the RD), but the location must have they option 
of privacy (i.e., an apartment RA shouldn’t be talking with a resident about roommate 
issues in front of all the RA’s roommates). 
 
This example is the type of description found in many areas of the documents. The term 
resources is not typically used, but the idea of the staff serving as a resource or providing a 
resource is used.  
Inclusive. Throughout the documents there were many words used to describe this 
concept - words such as Diversity, Social Justice, Open-minded, and Inclusive were used. While 
all of these words can mean different things, the documents used the words to describe the same 
concept. I choose the word inclusive. The reason for inclusive over the other words are because 
the main focus in the documents was less about differences and more about allowing everyone to 
be a part of the community.  
The inclusive theme means that the community on the floor and in the building is 
accepting of everyone. Inclusive is also used to mean that everyone feels a connection to and 
apart of the community. A large, private intuition in the Southwest defined this as “creating 
respectful, accepting, and open communities.” While this definition defines what inclusive 
means, a large, public institution in the Southeast added another concept to this “resident 
students are encouraged to find similarities between each other and to celebrate the things that 
also set them uniquely apart from one another in a mutually supportive environment of personal 
exploration, growth, and development.” These two examples show the two different approaches 
to the idea of inclusivity.  
 The first example from the large, private institution shows the definition is purely 
the staff responsibility. The definition comes from a section following the mission of the 
department. In the programing model of the same institution, inclusive is discussed as “raising 
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awareness of different traditions, build on similarities, values, world issues.” These are the focus 
areas for programs that help create inclusive communities. The way it is presented within this 
institution’s documents makes it the building staff’s responsibility. In contrast to the first 
example, the example from the large, public institution presents the idea of inclusion to be the 
responsibility of the residents.  
The documents typically had one part or more that included the idea of inclusive, but this 
theme appeared the most in the department mission statement, vision, or values. The idea of 
inclusivity was used to describe the type of community the staff are supposed to build. Most of 
the documents did not provide detailed examples of how to create an inclusive community, but 
all did emphasize the fact that a community must be inclusive.  
Analysis of Themes 
I drafted several different visuals for this, but because most of the themes build off of one 
another, most of the visuals were hard to follow. I began thinking about the themes not as 
individuals, but as how they work together to create community - this allowed me to create the 
visual above.  
 
Figure 2 




Because most of the documents explained how the creation of community is the most important 
theme, I placed community as the top or culmination of the other ideas. I then placed the 
intentional theme as the base because all of the other themes only work if the intentional theme is 
part of it. The arrangement and structure of the pyramid is explained most easily from the top to 
the bottom, but functionally, it works from the bottom to the top. 
Top Down: Explanatory. Contrary to the literature, all of the documents focused on 
notion that community is the end goal. Thus I placed community at the top of the pyramid 
because everything else is building toward it. While all of the themes are building toward 
community, only two of the themes - Academic Success and Inclusive - are actually elements of 
a positive residence hall community. These two themes share the level directly below community 
to show how until these two elements are achieved a community does not exist. It is through 
proper utilization of programs that a group of students can become academically successful and 
inclusive. I use the term proper utilization because it must be something greater than the RA 
reciting a list of study tips or a bulletin board for black history month; it must become something 
that is all aspects of student interactions.  
The staff within the building can program effectively when the staff uses all of the 
resources available. While I understand that technically programs could be resources, a program 
can only be a resource to the resident and not the staff. Because the staff are planning the 
program, the staff should already have the knowledge the program seeks to provide.  
The relationship theme was difficult to place in the structure because it is such an integral 
part of each level. Because relationships play such an important role in all of the makes it easy to 
place it at the bottom, however, the question arises as to whether the relationships are resources 
or do relationships provide resources? I decided that relationships are what make our resources 
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valuable. For example: I can have the greatest resources for my students for any problem, but if I 
do not have the type of relationship with the students, the students will not seek help from me.  
With most of the documents acknowledging a very direct mission of achieving 
community, the intentional theme is the base of building community. This concept is based on 
the staff goal of achieving a positive community and an intentional way of getting there. While 
some of the institutions’ documents outlined a less specific plan and other a much more 
deliberate plan, both work toward the goal of community in an intentional way.  
Bottom to Top: Functionally. While explaining the pyramid from bottom to top flows in 
a similar thought pattern, it focuses on how to build community rather than asking what it takes 
to build community. The idea is that the base layer plays a part in all levels and as it moves up 
toward community each level is built upon the levels below it. While each level may add 
something new, it cannot contribute to community without the levels below.  
The intentional theme plays into all of the themes and how successful a community is can 
be determined by how intentionally that community was built. Intentional starts with the mission 
of the department. This mission should be something that can be seen in all aspects of 
departmental protocol.  
Because the mission alone cannot build community, it is imperative for relationships to 
be built for the community. This relationship happens between many different elements: resident 
to resident, resident to student staff, student staff to graduate/professional staff, resident to 
graduate/professional staff, resident to building, resident to institution, staff to department 
mission, staff to other departments, and so forth. All of these relationships are critical to building 
community and should be sought out by all sides, but typically this means more work for the 
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student and graduate/professional staff. These relationships create the necessary resources to 
achieve the mission.  
The resource level works very closely with the levels below (relationship) and above 
(programming) because it is what causes both levels to actually have value and function toward 
community. Resources are the relationships built in two functional ways (1) staff knowing 
residents to get attendance and (2) staff knowing who to bring to educate the residents. These 
relationships function as resources for the design and implementation of programs.  
The program level is the easiest to see all the levels below the program level within it. 
Programs, as previously defined, are how we educate and develop the residents within the 
building. Because there is a desired outcome of community, the program is targeted at a specific 
outcome - intentional. An intentional relationship can be used as a resource to create a program 
that achieves the intention, because there is an intentional outcome.  
The majority of the documents defined a successful community as being successful 
academically and inclusive. Therefore, programs are focused on promoting academic success 
and attempting to involve all residents. This level of academic success and inclusive is split 
because a community can happen with academic success without inclusivity, and a community 
can be inclusive without being academically successful. Although, as discussed before, a truly 
successful community will be both academically successful and inclusive.  
 Finally, it is the top of the pyramid: the community level. The community level being the 
top makes logical sense because all of the documents pointed at community as the dream result. 
The why is easy to understand and see in the documents. However, how community is built, 
defined, and successful is much less clear in the documents. To build a successful residence hall 
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community it begins with intentional relationships that become the resources that create effective 
programs with learning outcomes of academic success and inclusion.  
Reason for Alternative Designs. Even though the model for a successful community is the 
same, I created two thoughts of how the model flows for very different purposes: a formula and 
an assessment. Starting with the base and working toward the top is the formula version to 
building community. While starting with the top and working toward the bottom, is not step by 
step guide, it is on assessing a community. This flow of thought forces the questions that allow 
staff to see what elements are lacking from the community to make it successful. The questions 
would flow: 
● Is the community successful?  
● Why not? 
○ Academic successful? 
○ Inclusive? 
■ Why not? 
● Are the programmatic efforts quality? 
○ Why not? 
■ Are the correct resources being used? 
● Why not? 
○ Are the relationships built to provide 
the proper resources? 
■ Why not? 
■ Is our mission in line 
with our end goals? 
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While questions could be asked in the same manner starting with the bottom and moving to the 
top, I feel that the questions should start with the end goal and work backwards to find the 
answer. If community is the most critical goal for residence life departments, then it would be the 
most logical to start with the idea of the questions beginning with where the department wants to 
be and then figure out where it falls short.  
Research Takeaway 
 After examining the research and analyzing it, several interesting points stand out. The 
first thought that I had was how surprised I was by the results as far as the themes. Although, I 
am not sure why I was surprised. If I had picked the themes before the research, these would 
have been the results; the difference would probably be the word choices and maybe less focus 
on certain elements. Considering that I would have based this on the literature I read and my own 
experiences, it tells me one of two things. First, all of the residence life departments I surveyed 
have created almost identical education and community development models. Secondly, 
residence life departments have not changed philosophies or adapted to new technology over the 
past 20 years - or if they have adapted, I cannot see where.  
 Another major takeaway from the research has been that while social media has grown in 
popularity and function, residence life professionals have not yet begun to add the utilization of 
social media to community building or resident education efforts. While I understand the fear of 





Chapter 5: Community online  
Social Media Idea 
 Even though social media is not a current method within any of the documents from 
residence life departments, social media can play an integral part of community building. Social 
media provides residence life staff the chance to reach the “reclusive” resident and even contact 
the “doesn’t really live here” resident. The idea of reaching these types of residents is one the 
biggest reasons that I wanted to implement social media use in my first professional residence 
life position and eventually lead me to this research. I discovered that most professionals that I 
talked with were too afraid of the negative effects of social media, like conduct issues or 
invasion of privacy, to engage students in social media. While recently job searching at The 
Placement Exchange, I talked about this research and my vision for how to utilize social media 
throughout many interviews. The institutions that I discussed my vision with spanned all the 
regions of the U.S. and none of those interviewing me had heard of anything like it. Because of 
the lack of knowledge about even the basics of creating community online from current 
professionals, I realized that I could not find the literature on this topic because professionals 
have not even begun to solve the proverbial rubiks cube of social media in the residence halls. 
 The following section addressing the implementation of social media and the model to 
describe it are based off of my research of social media in higher education, personal experience, 
and my vision for social media in the residence halls. While not all of my research is included in 
the literature review in this thesis, I have included a quality sample of the wide range of topics 
and types of documents that I have studied within social media. Even though anyone with a 
Facebook account can claim social media as a technology skill on a resume, my experience is 
different. My social media use has helped provide me with the opportunity to serve on an 
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international scholarship program review committee for a college student leadership organization 
as well as allowed me to build an interactive website to improve the sustainability and 
functionality of the desk assistant position and resident assistant position at a large, public 
institution in the Southeast. These two experiences are what shaped my vision. While it is a new 
path to achieve community, I am reminded of quote that was sent you a couple of years ago. 
“Ships are safe in the harbor, but that’s not what ships are for.” the quote is by William G. T. 
Shedd, and it describes how I feel the same way about using social media in the residence halls.  
Visual of Social Media:  
 
Figure 3 
Social Media Pyramid 
 
 The visual above works similarly to the last one - in the way that it functions from bottom 
to top and top to bottom. The bottom to top pattern creates the implementation pattern and 
thoughts for the use social media. The top to bottom pattern takes an online community and 
serves as an aid for bringing the people form online to offline community.  
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Implementation: Bottom to Top Pattern. The implementation pattern is for those 
departments or buildings that do not have any current social media presence. I used the term 
choice at the bottom of this design because it is more of a choice - to social media or not to social 
media? - than it is an intentional part of an overall mission. While I do believe that a successful 
community needs to be present in both online and offline interactions, it is evident from the 
documents that social media is not a requirement for a successful community. Because social 
media is a tool that creates a community in an online world, I again placed community at the top 
of the social media pyramid.  
 The choice level is the simplest and easiest to understand. The choice describes the 
decision to engage or not engage in the use of social media. The purpose of the choice is to 
actually engage students through social media not to only create an account and never look at it 
again except to advertise for an upcoming event. The choice to enter the realm of social media 
creates the need for the department or building to design how to use social media.  
 The design level is possibly the most important level. At this point in time, we know that 
social media interaction is going to happen, but now we must decide several very important 
pieces: who will use social media; what social media will we use; and how will we use social 
media. The who part of this level can vary greatly depending on if it is a departmental or 
building initiative.  
If it is a departmental initiative, are there professionals within the department that are in 
charge of communication or that have the expertise to be the point people. If it is only a building 
wide initiative, the graduate/professional staff over the building can provide the necessary 
expertise on this small of level. The student staff within the building can also aid in the running 
of the social media presence, but I would recommend that there is some level of supervision of 
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this from superiors. While it does not matter who composes the who piece, it needs to be people 
who feel comfortable working with the social media, will be dedicated to making it run 
effectively, and are willing to learn new skills that will help utilize all that social media has to 
offer. Having a social media account and not using it or irregular use actually harms you more 
than it helps you (J. Jackson, Personal Communication). The dedication to the use of social 
media is one of the most important parts of deciding who will control the presence.  
What specific social media sites are going to be used? The answer to this question can aid 
in deciding who the person/people that have the necessary expertise. While this seems easy to 
just pick any social media site, there needs to be a specific reason for using each social media 
site and what features make that site better than other sites for our use. It could even be just that 
this one site has the majority of our students. As we think about which features we want to 
utilize, we need to focus on the how section of this level.  
How is another way of asking what are our goals for using social media or what is our 
social media mission. I left this question for last because the goals and uses for social media can 
vary depending on the skill sets of the who and what sites are familiar to the who. Because not 
all social media offer the same features nor is everyone familiar with all of the sites, it is very 
important to answer all three of these questions at the same time.  
The connection level focuses on the idea that social media needs to blend with the 
standard practices that the department or building are using currently. In the same way that the 
missions, vision, and values of a department can be seen throughout the departmental initiatives 
and standard operating procedures. This connection will allow for a familiar feel to the social 
media side and allow users to find any information or features with ease. Connection in this way 
also means that all social media sites being used by a department need to all work together to 
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fulfill the how part of the design level. The reason for multiple social media sites is that most 
sites like Twitter, Youtube (http://www.youtube.com, and Pinterest(http://www.pintereest.com), 
only allow for a very specific purpose or set of features. Using multiple social media sites 
together allows the building/department to combine the purposes to produce a well-rounded 
message.  
In the field of student affairs, professionals collaborate with other professionals and 
departments all of the time. The collaboration level is similar to this idea, but it must viewed 
through a wider lens. Collaboration in the realm of social media also means working with 
already established social media presences. The biggest difference between the collaboration in 
the physical world and collaboration in social media is location. Through the use of social media 
like Google (http://www.google.com),  or Skype (http://www.skype.com), guest speakers no 
longer have to actually attend the event to participate. The collaboration can also exist between 
other departments, student organizations, and students on campus that have an expertise or focus 
that aligns with the mission of the department.  
After choosing to join the world of social media, designing the plan for its use, creating 
the connection between the social media sites, and finding possible collaborators, it becomes 
imperative that people notice department’s existence in social media. While many people have 
Facebook pages and groups, most of these do not actually update either of them with 
information. Like Jai Jackson discussed with me, it is worse to have a social media site that is not 
up to date than to not be on social media at all.  
All of these factors created the next level of the pyramid: Contribute. The number one 
way to gain an audience is to contribute. In other words, the audience has to have a reason to 
continue pay attention to the department or building. The recent ACUHO-I webinar on social 
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media in residence life discussed that not only is it important to contribute, but also contribute 
regularly - which includes at regular intervals or set time frames. The consistent times and 
regular intervals allow the audience to know when to return for information.  
The regular posts and regular return by the audience members creates an environment 
that is prime for having full engagement from the audience. Engagement is one of the most 
pivotal pieces of social media. Engagement is very important within a traditional residence life 
environment, but it is harder to ignore the other residents and information in the physical world 
than to ignore or “not check” the pages on a social media site. Engaged users can provide 
feedback about various issues within the building or things that the residents would like to see. 
While engagement between the staff over the site and the residents is important, there also needs 
to be engagement between the audience members. If the audience members are engaged with 
each other in social media, it builds community.  
Once again at the top of the pyramid is community. The difference this time is that the 
way a successful community is defined. In the residence halls, it is about academic success and 
inclusivity, but in social media it is about engagement. Without engagement from users on social 
media, there is no community – it is only a list of people that have something in common; it is 
the engagement that actually allows the users to build relationships with each other.  
Online to Offline: Top to Bottom Pattern. This pattern starts once there is a community 
that exists in social media. The advantage is that this community will probably have already 
made the connections with each other to get to know each other outside of the social media realm 
- especially if it is focused on a single building. The residents will choose to meet with each 
other for outside activities and build the real life community because of a positive interaction 
(engagement) with another resident on the social media site. The effort for the staff to get the 
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online social media community offline and interacting as a community within the building 
should be very minimal. While I do not foresee an online community that engages with each 
other online not meeting with each other in the physical world - especially when they live 
together - , I did design the pyramid in a way that a can serve as a guide for staff to know how to 
get the community engaged with each other in an offline environment.  
 As I noted above, if there is a truly engaged community online it should naturally flow 
offline, so this actually starts at the level below community: the engagement level. The 
engagement level initially starts with the staff engaging the audience first, but after the audience 
grows more comfortable in the space, the desire is that the audience members will engage each 
other without prompts from the staff. If that is not happening, it may be the reason that the 
students have not begun to interact in an offline environment. The staff can consider the fact that 
the residents are engaging when prompted a huge advantage though. The staff can take some of 
the topics that are heavily discussed or appear to have the highest level of engagement with the 
residents and organize an event based on that topic. Then the staff needs to use the social media 
site to advertise for the event and specifically invite the residents who were heavily engaged in it 
online.  
 Because the event is based on the input from the residents, it causes the residents to feel 
as though they have contributed to the actual physical community. If the residents feel as though 
they are able to voice an opinion or contribute in physical residence hall community, this can 
serve as way to improve involvement with hall councils. With the residents already contributing 
in small ways, the hall councils can be sold as a way to make major changes in the halls as well 
as learn leadership skills.  
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 Getting the residents to contribute with ideas and voice opinions in hall councils is great 
and most would count that as a highly successful community, but there is another level of 
development that residence life can provide for the students: self-authorship. As much of the 
residence life literature discussed, the students learn just as much from other students as the 
faculty and administrators. By providing the students with leadership roles within the building, 
these students have the ability to collaborate with the staff in the building, other departments, and 
faculty to help organize events. The residents can also collaborate with the staff to explore new 
features of social media and connect the current social media design to new social media sites.  
 The design level is a slightly different thought in the online to offline pattern than it was 
in the implementation pattern. As I mentioned when discussing the connection and collaboration 
levels, the residents who take on those leadership roles are afforded the ability to influence the 
design of social media by connecting new social media to the old. The design can also be viewed 
as how the community should look in the physical world. With the changes coming from hall 
councils and leadership from residents, the residents are no longer focusing on the social media, 
but the physical community through the design of events and initiatives to benefit the residents.  
 Once the residents have moved from the online social media community to the design 
level and are interacting in person, the residents have a choice. Choice of whether or not to 
accept the mission, vision, values, and philosophy of the department. If the building leadership 
has been aiding in this process then it should not be a challenge for the answer to be yes for most 
of the residents. The most interesting part of this situation for the professional staff is that now 
the community will build itself. I was told by a the Director of Residential Life at Tennessee 
Technological University that a true community is one that the staff does not have to build, but 
one that builds itself (C. Macke, Personal Communication).  
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Summary of Social Media Patterns. Because the documents I gathered did not include 
any sign of social media, I have designed this pattern focusing mostly on the implementation 
from ground zero of social media into residence life. If there is a social media community that is 
made up of people living in the same space, it would be almost impossible to not have in person 
social interaction. While it may appear that the social media design has little to do with the 
residence life community design, both models are actually very similar.  
 
Figure 4 
Side by Side 
 
At first glance these two designs only appear to be similar because of the pyramid shape, but that 
is not true. The following section will explain in greater detail.  
Connecting Residence Life Design and Social Media Design. The visual below shows 
the different levels between the two designs connected with lines. The lines show which levels 
have intersecting ideas or concepts. On the left side are the levels of the residence life design, 
and on the right side of the design are the social media design. Some of the intersecting ideas are 
simple and easy to see, but other intersecting ideas are more of broad concepts than specific 





Relationship of Pyramids 
 
 The intersecting idea between the base levels of choice and intentional is not a huge leap. 
The choice is only the decision to use social media or not use it so it only makes since that this 
would need to be an intentional choice by the department. Because the design of the social media 
use must be planned out, it must also be intentional in its creation. The design also works with 
the relationship theme; design focuses on multiple types of relationships: resident to staff, 
resident to community, resident to programs, and resident to resident. The connection level 
works with relationship because the above relationships help create a feeling of connection to the 
community. The collaboration with other users/departments on social media to create a stronger 
influence works because of the relationships with the users/departments. The relationships and 
collaboration create resources for improved offline and online influence with the residents. By 
making the resources available not only offline but online, allows for the contribution that 
creates an interest and brings users back the social media. The contributions can also be used to 
improve programing efforts in the community through advertising or follow up information after 
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a program. Engagement level relates to the inclusive and academic success level. The relation 
between these levels has more to do with what each signifies than the actually relation between 
the concepts. The end goal of both designs is community and to achieve community it takes 
engagement, inclusivity, and academic success. Because the final level of community cannot be 
accomplished without these levels, is the reason for the relation between these concepts. With 
community being the same concept in both designs, it is not a relationship between intersecting 
ideas but the same idea.  
Example of a Social Media Design and Connection 
The most complicated parts of the model are the levels of design and connection. The 
difficulty with the design level is knowing exactly what the goals for social media in the 
residence hall will be as well as what social media to use for what purpose. The challenge with 
the connection level is ensuring that the same message is being distributed throughout different 
types of social media and aligning the current practices to connect back to the social media 
element.  
This section is the one that inspired the entire research process for me. My original vision 
of this paper was to demonstrate exactly how to use social media to build community in the 
residence halls. I have written a little on several parts of this section previously, but I will now 
describe exactly how it all works. This is an example of the design and connection level during 
the implementation pattern. The premise that I am using to describe this next section is: if I 
started at an institution and were asked to implement social media into the day-to-day operations 
of a residence hall in order to build community, this is how I would accomplish that task.  
Visual of Social Media Connections. Below is a visual of how all of the social media 





Social Media Design 
 
Facebook: The Backbone. As the visual above shows, Facebook is the most important 
piece of social media for building community. I call Facebook the backbone of the design. 
Because Facebook connects with all of the other media in Facebook for Dummies there is 
actually a chapter entitled connecting Facebook with everything else (Herndon & Nelson, 2012). 
Because everything interfaces with Facebook, it allows its users to have only the Facebook login 
serve as the login for all of the other websites. Which means, even if a user loses some interest in 
Facebook there is a pretty good chance the user will not delete the Facebook account in order to 
not lose the other profiles on other websites. Facebook also has the greatest and most versatile 
features for community building. Facebook was designed to provide the entire social element of 
college in an online format. If that is true, then Facebook must be the first step into the social 
media realm.  
 With Facebook having gone through revisions several times over the past couple of years, 
the ability to use Facebook to create an online community is actually easier than ever. Facebook 
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has taken what used to be separate features and combined the features to work together as a part 
of either a Fan Page or Group. There are two major differences between the two: (1) the fan page 
can be “liked” by anyone, but the group is something that the user must be added to or request 
permission to join; (2) the method of distributing information in mass. The question is which one 
of these is the right type for the situation. The ability to send a mass message is only available 
through the group option. This feature is the most useful when attempting to spread information 
to everyone at one time; the fan page has the option to share information with all of the users 
who have liked the page, but the information from a fan page actually is only posted in the news 
feed so the information could be lost or filtered out. The mass message from the group will work 
more along the lines of email where there is a notification that there is a new message to be read. 
While these two options are not much different, the best method for which one to use depends on 
who is using it. If it is for an entire residence department, then the fan page will be the best 
option because this would allow anyone to find and like the page. While that is best for an initial 
impression, the group option is better for individual residence halls. Because of the selective 
membership and the ability to message information in an email like system, the group option 
builds community at a greater level.  
 Facebook provides many features to both the fan page and group option that allow for 
community building at a high level. The features that accomplish the community building 
between users are statuses, questions, picture/video sharing, and events. While there are many 
other features that could potentially be used to build community, these are the only ones 
currently available to fan pages and groups. For now, the other features would require that the 
residence hall or department have its own account instead of having a fan page or group run by 
the professional staff.  
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 The status update or post is a short message that a user, fan page, or group chooses to 
share with other users; the update can consist of text, pictures, videos, links to websites and even 
“tag” other users. If a user is tagged in a post, it notifies that user that something has been posted 
that pertains to that user. This can be very useful in bringing the attention of a specific user to a 
post. The standard way information is shared through Facebook whether it is a user, group, or 
fan page is through status updates (Herndon & Nelson, 2012).  The status updates appear in the 
news feed which is the name for the main page you see when you first log into Facebook. 
Because all users see this information when the user logs into Facebook, it can be a great way to 
notify people about various topics. However, the news feed only shows the most recent posts so 
it can be easy for a status update to be lost within all of the other posts.  
 The questions feature on Facebook is a relatively new feature compared to the others. 
This feature allows groups and fan pages to ask a question and have have it work as a poll. The 
question feature can have a set number of multiple choice answers or can allow users to write-in 
a different answer than what the original options had. This feature is very useful to create events 
that actually target the interests of the residents. This can also be used as an informal assessment 
tool for the professional staff within the building. The questions could also be used to help 
generate conversation between the users or even address an issue. An example of this could be 
that a floor has been dealing with consistent noise issues. The question could be used to poll the 
residents to get opinions and thoughts about the issue on the floor and vote on possible quiet 
hours. Because this information could be seen by the residents who are being too loud, it could 
help them realize that the noise is affecting other members of the community.  
 One of the best ways to build community on Facebook is through picture and video 
sharing. Having pictures of the events within the building allow for residents to see all of the 
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great opportunities in the building to be involved. The pictures do not have to be from events 
within the building; the pictures can be of any intramural teams made up of residents in the build, 
residents just hanging out in the building, or of the building staff explaining the role of that staff 
member so residents know who to contact about different issues. There are a few rules with the 
picture sharing: (1) all of the pictures need to have happy individuals - who would want to be 
apart of an unhappy population; (2) the pictures need to tag the residents so the residents can see 
the pictures of themselves representing the community; (3) none of the pictures should have any 
policy violations; (4) the pictures need to have captions that explain what is happening to those 
who were not there; and (5) the pictures need to submitted/posted by members of group. The 
posting by members of the group is very pivotal because this allows the when the members see 
the pictures that they took posted it creates a sense of contribution. The same rules and 
information also applies to the video sharing side of Facebook.  
 Events are probably one of the best features of Facebook for community building. The 
event feature allows a group to advertise and invite members to different events. One of the best 
parts about this feature is that because it has an RSVP feature it allows the staff to have a rough 
estimate of how many people are planning on attending the event so the correct amount of food 
and other supplies can be ordered. This feature has been utilized by multiple RA staffs that I 
have supervised and occasionally it allowed us to realize that while the program seemed like a 
good idea there was no interest from the residents. Without interest, why do the event? We 
canceled it and planned something else with those funds. The event feature also functions similar 
to a fan page meaning that it has the ability to send mass messages, status updates, have pictures 
and videos posted. The best part of this is that it allows the event to distribute information to only 
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those who plan on attending the event which means that the members of the building group who 
cannot attend are not bombarded with information that does not pertain to them.  
 While there are still many other features provided by Facebook, those features are only 
available through individual users and not groups or fan pages. Even with only four different 
features that can be used to build community within a residence hall, Facebook is still the most 
versatile of all of the social media. It is this same versatility that makes Facebook the backbone 
of this design.  
Twitter: The Connector. Twitter is a social media outlet that only allows for the user to 
create an account, make posts, and follow other users’ posts. The posts are similar to the 
Facebook status update only the Twitter version only allows the user to use 140 characters. 
When compared to Facebook, Twitter appears to not have any features worth using to build 
community. However, Twitter has one very important feature that no other social media site has 
- yet. The hashtag or # sign is the most important part of understanding and utilizing Twitter. 
When a user submits a post, the user typically can put a # sign in front of a phrase or word, this is 
called hashtaging (hash-tag-ing). When a user hashtags something in a post, it makes whatever 
follows the # a searchable item within the Twitter universe. The way this can be utilized within 
the residence halls is by creating a hashtag for the building. For example, say the building name 
is Courson Hall the hashtag would be #CoursonHall. This makes CoursonHall a searchable 
element on Twitter. If the staff posts about events or anything happening in the building with 
#CoursonHall attached to the post, residents can see these posts by searching #CoursonHall. The 
challenge with this is of course getting the residents to search #CoursonHall. But if the student 
staff and professional staff use the hashtag on a regular basis and create a reason/purpose for 
students search the hashtag regularly, then this can become a success. Twitter is the connector 
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because the users do not have to know each other to see the posts with the hashtag. This means if 
a resident posts about studying in the 3rd floor study room for a biology final with 
#CoursonHall, any other resident that searches #CoursonHall could see this posts. The hope 
would be that maybe the second resident also has a biology final and go study with resident one.  
The advantage of this over any of the Facebook features is that Twitter does not require 
users to be members of a group or like a page to receive the information. Users can also allow 
Twitter and Facebook to be connected so what the users posts on one of the sites will also be 
posted on the other. While this does not mean that the hashtag works on Facebook, it does help 
promote the hashtag in the Facebook universe - this might lead some users to search the hashtag 
on Twitter. 
YouTube: Ownership and Pride. YouTube much like Twitter is a very specialized 
social media. While YouTube does not provide a plethora of features, it does provide the element 
that can best be combined with both Twitter and Facebook to build a very strong community. 
YouTube can create a sense of pride and ownership for the residents of the community. If the 
residents feel a sense of pride about the community, the residents will actually want to live and 
participate in creating a positive experience - making the residence hall a home. But how can a 
website that is basically nothing more than somewhere to post videos create pride about a 
residence hall? By combining the user submitted pictures and videos from Facebook, the 
professional staff for the building can save the pictures from the Facebook group and create a 
video slideshow. While it may sound as though it takes some special video training to 
accomplish this it does not; all that is needed is either a computer that is either a Mac or 
Windows PC. Both of these computers have programs that come standard with easy to use video 
editing software. With either program you can just add all of the pictures saved from the 
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Facebook group and then drag and drop the pictures into the video and click save. Using the 
pictures submitted from residents is an opportunity for the residents to feel as though the 
residents matter to the community.  
Beyond the basic picture video, the professional staff can use the same software and a 
low end video camera from any electronics store and create videos about events that have 
happened. While these videos do not have to look like professional grade videos, it is important 
for these videos to be mixed with the resident submitted videos. The reason to mix the resident 
videos and the staff sponsored videos is to show the residents that the resident contributions are 
just as important as the staff contributions.  
These two examples of how to use YouTube are based on the student development theory 
called Marginality and Mattering by Nancy Schlossberg. There are two parts to this 
developmental theory which are a given by its name, but the YouTube example only focuses on 
the idea of Mattering. The theory explains that mattering is the student’s belief no matter what, 
the student matters to someone else (Schlossberg, 1989). Because the videos are made about the 
students and using the students’ submissions, it increases the feeling of mattering to the 
community as a whole. It is the same concept of making the residents feel important and that the 
residents matter by associating the videos made by professional staff and the ones made with the 
content provided by the residents.  
Pinterest: Passive goes Mobile. Pinterest is a very new social media when compared to 
Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. Unlike the three previous forms of social media, Pinterest is 
less about the community building aspect and more focused on the education of residents. 
Traditionally, residence halls have used bulletin boards to perform passive programs and educate 
residents about specific topics. These topics have included a wide range of themes from dangers 
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of drugs to interviewing tips to reasons to get involved on campus. Pinterest is actually a digital 
version of bulletin boards; posting information is even called pinning and repinning (as in using 
push pins on a real bulletin board). Combining the idea of a digital bulletin board with the access 
of the mobile phone app for Pinterest allows residents to view the information as they are 
walking to class, meetings, or just sitting their rooms.  
The best way to make it easily accessible is through the use of QR codes. QR codes are 
like bar codes but instead are scanned by smart phones or tablet PCs and link directly to the 
website that has digital bulletin board. QR codes are free to make online at several websites. 
There are a few sites that charge to make the QR code, but those sites also allow for the creator 
to view the number of times the code is scanned and the time of day it was scanned. This 
information could be used to assess whether or not a particular board is worth recreating or what 
topics the residents are actually interested. The advantage of Pinterest over posting the same 
information to Facebook or Twitter is that the resident does not have to have an account of any 
kind to view the digital bulletin board.   
Google: The Great Collaborator. Google is the not the first name that comes to mind 
when people think of social media, but certain elements of Google are social media. Google does 
however have some of the best applications and elements for collaboration. In fact this entire 
thesis has been written using the Google application called Google Drive. When it comes to 
utilizing Google applications in the residence halls, three stand out as the most useful: (1) Google 
Drive; (2) Google Calendar; and (3) Google Sites.  
Google Drive is the Google version of cloud storage for any and all types of files. Drive 
was formerly known as Google Documents, but Google changed to Drive to allow the storage of 
any types of files, not just the basic word processing, presentations, and spreadsheets. While 
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Drive now allows for all different file types, the bulk of its use is still centered around being able 
to edit word processing files, spreadsheets, and presentations online. Drive allows for not only 
uploading existing documents to edit, but also to create documents from scratch. While there are 
many other cloud storage sites, Drive is the only one that is completely free and works on all 
formats (PC, Mac, iPhone, iPad, and Andriod phones and tablets). Drive also allows for the 
sharing of the documents between an unlimited number of users; the users can both edit the same 
file at the same time, leave comments for each other, and live chat - if users are on at the same 
time. One of Drive’s best features for collaboration is the ‘See Revision History’ which not only 
tells you when the document was last edited, but who edited it and highlights the changes that 
were made. While not officially the same software as Microsoft Office, the layouts are so similar 
that a user typically does not notice.  
Google calendar is exactly what it sounds like: a calendar. The advantage of this calendar 
over others is that it can be shared to non-Google accounts including Microsoft Outlook. While 
Facebook also has a calendar feature, the Google calendar is more universal and works best with 
smart phones and tablet PCs. The Google calendar can also be made available to the public so 
there does not have to be special software or account information to see it. This is particularly 
helpful when it comes to ensuring the residents of the community can and will know when the 
events are scheduled in the building.  
The last application from Google is known as Google Sites. This is a feature that allows 
for the simple and easy building of a website. To be utilized the best in a residence hall 
environment, the website needs to take advantage of the two previous Google applications - 
Drive and calendar. The front desk of most residence halls uses an excessive amount of paper to 
process various logs of who is working, schedules, key rental forms, maintenance requests and 
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many others. Most of these forms can be adapted into digital forms in Google Drive and used 
digitally by the desk workers and RAs. While having all of this information available digitally is 
great, it is also very hard to navigate at times and can become cluttered very easily. By using 
Google Sites, a more organized interface can be designed. The website acts as the new resource 
for all of the paperwork necessary to operate the desk, but without all of the paper or binders. 
This also aids the professional staff in keeping things organized because the website correctly 
files all of the forms into the desired location. The website can also interface with Google 
calendar have the up-to-date schedule; the calendar auto updates to the correct day or week or 
even month which can eliminate any confusion from possibly having more than one version of 
the schedule.  
The advantage of all of the Google applications is that it can be edited from any location 
that has internet. Sites, calendar and Drive can all be edited on a smart phone through the Google 
applications or tablet PC. This easy of access for the supervisor guarantees that the information is 
always available. I have built a sample website through Google Sites that can be found at the 
following web address: https://sites.google.com/site/mcoursonportfolio/website-creation/home  
Conclusion of Design. I went into such great detail of an example of the design level to 
help residence life professionals move past the fear of using social media. A common theme I 
found through all of the social media literature was the idea that being involved in social media 
will generate more work or that professionals will invade the personal lives of students. This 
design does not do either of those two things. The main objective of this design is to create an 
environment for students to engage each other through social media to help the staff build 





Answering Research Questions 
When I set out to learn about the use of social media in the residence halls, I thought I 
would find more information in the literature about how different departments are using this 
valuable resource. I was very surprised to not only not find much about residence life is using 
social media, but there is very little about how anyone in student affairs is using social media. I 
then expected that my research into various departments’ methods for building community 
would show the presence of social media. What I found was Residence Life departments are not 
use social media to build community. Without any information in the literature or in the 
documents I collected, I could only think about my own vision for how social media could be 
implemented into the residence halls. I focused on the ideas from the documents and highlighted 
features of social media that promote those ideas. As far as typical methods for building 
community, the consistent element is that RAs program and make bulletin boards. While all of 
the documents focused on the idea that community is number one goal, there were little to no 
instructions on how to build community beyond the design and hosting of events (programming). 
The last question I had hoped to answer with this research is the one question that I cannot 
answer. As far as the methods used to train and teach staff to build community, none of the 
documents collected were staff training presentations. The closest to being able to see how staff 
are trained on how to build community are the staff manuals within the documents I collected.  
 Without having any basis in published literature nor anything in the documents collected 
for the implementation of social media, I decided to design two elements: (1) a conceptual idea 
of how to implement social media in a residence hall to build community and bring that 
community from online to offline; and (2) an example of how to design the use of social media 
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in the residence halls. The first element is built to explain the ideas behind the need for social 
media and hopefully inspire residence life professionals to explore the idea of social media as a 
community builder. The second element is to help guide that inevitable conversation of “so 
exactly how are we going to do this?” I wanted professionals to be able to take away both the 
philosophy of how to approach implementing social media and a concrete framework for using 
the current social media. While this framework for utilizing social media has not been used, I 
have either seen or used the various features highlighted to build community in residence halls 
and have had success with it. The question moving forward is - what happens when all of these 
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